SOUTH                                II
miserable little puppies which he had bought from a bum-
boat man in Las Palmas. He carried them about inside his
shirt and they squirmed round and round his waist under his
shirt as he unconcernedly went on eating and talking.
Yesterday Christoffersen had had his hair cut by the young
gunner who, for a joke, had shaved all his hair off clean ex-
cept a tuft on the very top. So now Christoffersen went
about like a mandarin and sat unperturbed at dinner with
the tuft tied up with a little bow of pink tape from the chart
room. Conversation was suddenly interrupted by the
appearance in the doorway of a very young seaman, flushed
and triumphant, carrying a long-handled curved flensing
knife. He spoke to the steward, who in turn spoke gravely
to the Captain. The Captain bowed to the seaman and said
something to him, and the seaman said " Mange tak " and
went away. When he had gone everyone, including the
stewards, burst into uproarious laughter, and Wheeler and
I, not knowing in the least what it was all about, laughed too.
The boy had reported to the Captain that the Equator had
been well and truly crossed and the line cut so that the ship
could proceed. An old sailor's joke had been played upon
him, the youngest seaman on board. On this hot starry
night he had been informed that we should cross the Equator.
An age-old tradition of the sea demanded that the youngest
member of the crew must cut the Equator and report to the
Captain before the ship could proceed. He was conducted
to the bows of the ship where a thread had been tied between
the rails, spanning the deck. This he gravely cut with the
flensing knife and reported it, eyes shining with triumph, to
the Captain. He was a simple lad. He was only fifteen
and came from Aalesund. When the ship was lying in
Tonsberg he had seen phosphorescence in the water and had
climbed down the side of the ship on a rope and collected
some sea-water, believing it to be full of gold.
We crossed the Equator.   Thereafter the sun became less
and less strong and the flying fish skimmed less and less